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W ho knows if James 
Earl Ray fatally 
shot civil rights 
leader Martin 
Luther King Jr. 25 
years ago? Ray once said he did, 
earning a 99-year sentence, but he 
has since recanted. 

We don’t know for sure. 

The thing is, neither does Time 
Warner, the media conglomerate 
that is seeking to cash in by 
staging a mock trial on HBO 
pay-cable, giving Ray a national 
forum to proclaim his innocence. 

And Time Warner, you might 
recall, is the same outfit that 
couldn’t stomach it last year 
when rap artist Ice-T and Body 
Count, his heavy metal band, 
merely talked about killing people 
in the song “Cop Killer” on its 
Sire recording label. 

You would think Time Warner 
would be in something of a 
quandary over this seeming 
contradiction. Talking about 
murder, well, that’s just a little 
too dangerous. But doing 
business with someone who 
actually has admitted to doing 
the deed is all right? 

“It’s not a dilemma at all,” 
Bridget Potter, HBO’s senior vice 
president of original 
programming, said. “This is 
information . . . more than 
entertainment, though 1 think it’s 
quite compelling television. It’s 
not a TV movie but a serious 
journalistic enterprise.” 

The merits of paying lawyers to 
stage “serious journalistic 
enterprise” are for another debate * 
on another day, but a pattern is 
beginning to surface. Even as 
Time Warner gears up to present 
the Ray trial on HBO tonight — 
the verdict still a tightly held 



secret — its Warner Books 
subsidiary is proceeding with 
plans to publish “The Diary of 
Jack the Ripper” this fall. 

“He’s the mother of all serial 
killers,” executive editor Joann 
Davis explained to The New 
York Times, calling the work not 
sensational but rather “a valuable 
historical document.” 

So, in other words, this, too, is 
a serious journalistic enterprise. 

But it is not as though Ice-T’s 
artistic enterprise was frivolous. 

While no one would argue the 
“Cop Killer” lyrics — taken 
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literally and out of context — 
don’t offer a vile, inflammatory, 
antisocial sentiment, is it really 
any more vile, inflammatory or 
antisocial than out-and-out 
cold-blooded murder? 

Faced with outrage from police 
associations and other concerned 
citizens over “Cop Killer” last 
year, Time Warner mouthed 
platitudes about free artistic 
expression. Then, out of the blue, 
Ice-T announced he was 
withdrawing the song from the 
Body Count album. 

Ice-T left Sire this year after he 
and Time Warner couldn’t come 
to terms over some issues 
concerning “Home Invasion,” a 
recording that eventually came 
out last month on an independent 
label. 

While critics have pointed out 
“Home Invasion” has its share of 
the same sort of things for which 
Ice-T’s earlier efforts were 
slammed, there has been little 
controversy over the recording. 

Its release was hardly news. 

It would seem, in retrospect, 
that Time Warner may have 
jumped the gun in severing its 
tics with Ice-T, to whom it once 
planned to give an HBO talk 
show. When “The Diary of Jack 
the Ripper” comes out on tape, 
he would have been the perfect 
narrator. 

Perhaps, in light of its mock 
trial, Time Warner could have 
lived with that. 

Phil Rosenthal's column 
appears in the Daily News four, 
days a week. 
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